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Article 5

Vonwürdig
Abstract
When she went home, she ate leftover spaghetti and watched a game show, in which celebrity
contestants were given a series of challenges. One of them was called “One-Wording.”
Never mind the details of the game, which Ellie paid no attention to. It was the name that set something
off in her, like a trigger.
“Out of nowhere,” Ellie later said, “I thought of the word Vonwürdig. I don’t know why. It sounded German,
or it looked German in my head.”
Ellie did what anyone would do. She googled “Vonwürdig.
The first result was an automated translation. The word meant “door-worthy.” It was nonsense.
The next result was a message board.

Cover Page Footnote
"Vonwürdig" was originally published at Booth.

This article is available in Booth: https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/booth/vol6/iss10/5

Foreman: Vonwürdig

October 31, 2014

Vonwürdig
Fiction by Rober Long Foreman

E

very office has a colossus, someone who has been around longer than anyone.
Others are promoted or switch careers, but the office fixture, the permanent walrus,
goes nowhere, until he is dead or too far gone to continue showing up.
Many such men wither, the longer they remain in place, so that while they may be
fixed somewhere they look as if a strong breeze would scatter them to pieces. Others
look just as they ought to, enlarging with their prolonged employment, taking on more
awkward bulk every year as if they gather weeds and barnacles to themselves under
their polo shirts and khaki pants.
Daniel was one of these barnacled men, the immovable-object-in-residence at
Uniport, a company that makes doors. He was a copywriter in the Providence office,
which was otherwise staffed by sales representatives such as Ellie, who could not
have been less like Daniel: slim, small, with nice teeth and an abundance of what her
supervisor called “great energy.” She was Daniel’s opposite in a thousand ways. She
had friends. She knew her way around a French press. She did not make a home for
herself at Uniport the way a parasite carves out a living from within its host. On
Sunday afternoons, she often stayed home with a mild hangover and watched
television.
On the night of one such Sunday, Ellie had a dream about Daniel. “I never liked
Daniel,” she would say later. “When I first saw him I thought: That man is someone to
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avoid.” She described him, in detail, when asked to. With an “overgrown beard” and
“sunken eyes,” Daniel sounded something like an old, broken Orson Welles.
“I would see him getting coffee,” Ellie said. “I’d watch and wait for him to get away
from the machine before I went for it. He gave me the creeps, with his little teeth and
his little hands. They didn’t match his big body. He was a great big cockroach.
“Other women at work said he’d take an interest in me. I said, ‘He can take an
interest, and I’ll tell him exactly where he can take it.’ Something like that, anyway.”
The dream Ellie had about Daniel was “vivid” to her in the morning, she said, like few
dreams ever were. “It was a Tuesday,” she said—and it must have been a truly
unusual dream, for rarely do dreams seem to take place on certain days of the week.
“Daniel caught my arm on the way from the microwave to where I wanted to go eat
with the others. He took me by my arm and said, ‘We’re going to lunch.’ I couldn’t
shake him off. It was his voice that stopped me. I’d never heard him talk before. He
was quiet, so I thought he’d be soft- spoken. But he had this deep voice.”
Daniel led Ellie to an atrium that adjoined the Uniport office. They sat together at a
small table. Ellie ate leftover spaghetti. Daniel didn’t eat. “But once I was out in that
atrium with him, I couldn’t tell how we made it out there. There was the glass front
door I went through every day, but we didn’t come that way. He brought me some
other way I didn’t know. I couldn’t see it from where I was sitting.”
Daniel spoke to Ellie, but she “couldn’t make any words out of it. It was like he was
speaking a foreign language.
“But then it wasn’t quite like that. It was like if I tilted my head just right I could
understand him just fine. But I couldn’t find the right angle.”
Ellie woke from the dream with a bad taste in her mouth. She went to work and
looked, on her way in, for another way into the Uniport office. As in the dream, she
found no alternative route. It was “a relief” to her, she said.
~

Her day was uneventful. She didn’t see Daniel.
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When she went home, she ate leftover spaghetti and watched a game show, in which
celebrity contestants were given a series of challenges. One of them was called “OneWording.”
Never mind the details of the game, which Ellie paid no attention to. It was the name
that set something off in her, like a trigger.
“Out of nowhere,” Ellie later said, “I thought of the word Vonwürdig. I don’t know
why. It sounded German, or it looked German in my head.”
Ellie did what anyone would do. She googled “Vonwürdig.
The first result was an automated translation. The word meant “door-worthy.” It was
nonsense.
The next result was a message board.
Titled Searching for Vonwürdig, it looked like any other message board—no graphics,
just plain text with ugly borders around it.
Ellie found a welcome thread. “Welcome,” it read,
to our online community. Here is where we’re trying to discover the secrets of
a door that is pregnant with a strange mysterious power.
The first thing you’ll want to know is “What door is this?” It is a door
called Vonwürdig. It is somewhere in the continental U.S.
“How do we know about Vonwürdig?”
It has a website, and it gets updated all the time.
“Who is updating the website?”
We don’t know. Whoever it is has access to the door that no one else has, and
he watches it to see what happens when someone walks through it. He writes
his observations on the website.
We are a community of critical thinkers who want to get to the bottom of this.
We want answers to three main questions.
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1. Is Vonwürdig real? Is it doing what the website says really?
2. Who is responsible for the website? Who is the author?
3. Where is Vonwürdig, and can it be stopped from bringing more harm
to innocents?
Ellie bookmarked this message board, but that was unnecessary, for she continued to
read it into the evening. There were many threads, some of them dating from the early
2000s, when the creators of the message board stumbled onto the original Vonwürdig
website.
The original Vonwürdig website was enormous. It consisted of black writing on a
black background. “If you glance at it,” said a message board user, “it looks like a
long blank nothing. But if you mess with your monitor settings,” or “highlight the text
with your mouse,” the writing reveals itself.
Ellie tried this, and she later attempted to describe what she saw when she did. She
said, “At first I just glanced around, trying to see what this was, if it was worth my
time. Probably not, right? But I thought I’d give it a chance. So I picked a random
spot and started reading.
“And it was this study, like the results of an investigation. Or like somebody’s science
report.
“It had to do with this door that the message board was about. It seemed like every
once in a while someone walked through the door, but not very often, but every time
they did some guy, whoever wrote the website, was there to see it and watch if the
door had any effects. Then he wrote about it for the website.
“None of the people were named anything. They all had numbers, and when I looked I
saw there were a bunch of them. The site was long. And all the writing was cold,
heartless.”
One man—Subject 7, the site called him—began gagging uncontrollably as soon as
he’d crossed through Vonwürdig. Subject 19 lost all sensation in her right arm.
Subject 27’s eyebrow began twitching when she took her first and only step
across Vonwürdig’s threshold. She pressed her palm against her eyebrow but could
not stop the twitching.
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The effects of Vonwürdig were often not apparent, at first. Subject 33 developed a
brain tumor—starting, said the black website, when she stepped through the powerful
door. It was a benign tumor, and was promptly removed.
Subject 45 grew very depressed over the several weeks that followed her exposure to
Vonwürdig, to the point of attempting suicide. Subject 57 was severely, suddenly
nauseous and sank to her knees under the doorframe, vomiting out of her mouth and
nose, while the observer, who dutifully posted his impressions online, watched.

~
Some comment threads on the Vonwürdig message board tried to address fundamental
questions, such as, “Is this thing even real?”
There were users who felt certain it was a “hoax,” with one of them,
SkepticSkeptic66, writing, “There is no way this is real.” If it were, he said,
authorities would have found and disarmed it, or taken it away for further study.
Another user, TheRealWaylonJennings, who was probably not the real Waylon
Jennings, assured everyone there is no such thing as the door, for no such
“supernatural thing” could “possibly exist.” Others countered by pointing out that the
door, as described, was not supernatural. Just imagine, said one believer, how the first
electromagnet must have seemed to those who had never seen such a thing. At one
time, he said rightly, that was “everyone.”

~
Ellie had trouble sleeping on the night she discovered these things. Unused to
insomnia, she had a glass of wine in her kitchen while she tried out improvised
remedies for sleeplessness. Because the word Vonwürdig was so present in her mind,
she tried getting it out by writing it twenty times on a sheet of notebook paper.
It didn’t work, but she slept eventually, and had another dream about Daniel—or, she
said, it was the same dream “with some of the barriers gone.” It was “sharper” to her
this time. Daniel’s speech was not in a strange language; it was in English, and she
understood every word.
Daniel was talking about his work, it turned out. He spoke without interruption.
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Daniel worked at Uniport as a copywriter. Because Uniport was a door manufacturer,
he wrote about doors. All of his projects began with the arrival of a manila folder full
of product information. But one day, years ago, he said, locking eyes with Ellie, a
black folder appeared on his desk. He had never seen such a thing. He looked through
its contents and found that they described an interior panel door, from Uniport’s
Traditional Doors series. In this respect it was perfectly normal.
Every folder came with glossy, professional photos of the door model he was to write
about. But the photos of this one looked, he said, “Like someone took them
surreptitiously. They were taken too fast, I could tell, for they had blurred. Who would
want to prevent a photo of a door from being taken, I couldn’t say. It was amateur
work—that much was clear. But how did it end up in the folder?
“You could barely see the door in one photo!” he went on, his hand raised in disbelief.
“It was in the bottom corner, lying on the floor, at one end of a hallway.” The door
was not on hinges, he said. “And it was in a room where I would never want to be. A
huge basement, all cement and cinderblocks. Dusty, filthy. Like where you’d keep
bodies—more than one.” He laughed. Ellie ate silently as he laughed, trying to
determine again how she had gotten out there.
Daniel kept talking about the door in the black folder. He said he knew he would have
to give the door a name. All of Uniport’s Specialty Doors—of which this was one, no
doubt—had unique names.
He named it Vonwürdig. He said its name proudly, as if it should mean something to
Ellie. It didn’t, in the dream, but it would mean something to her when she woke up.
“Technical readouts on Vonwürdig were like nothing I’d ever seen,” he went on. “It
was made of wood, and plastic resins, but other things were there, too, things I’d
never heard of.” The materials had names he didn’t recognize, with many more letters
than what he was used to, “lots of consonants.” He wrote the words down, to look
them up later, but they didn’t appear in his dictionary at home, nor in the library’s
foreign language guides. “This was before the Internet,” he said. “This was years
ago.”
“The next thing I know,” said Ellie, “I’m back at my desk. I can feel Daniel walking
off.” Daniel is so large, his stride so elephantine, that when he walks the ground
shakes, announcing him. “Then I felt him walking back toward me again,” concluded
Ellie. “But I couldn’t turn my head to see him.”
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~

The black website was updated often, but much of what was added to it had nothing to
do with test subjects. It had to do, instead, with its author, and although it never
helped the message board users to discover his identity, the new content was often
revealing, somehow. Users drew wild conclusions about him. Someone said once he
must be a Neo-Nazi, “b/c no one else but a nazi could be so uncaring when all those
people go through the door.”
One long thread is titled, “What is wrong with the author’s insides?” The author of the
black site often posted updates on his insides, which he said were thick and liquid,
“like motor oil.”
One morning, the author posted seven thousand words on the subject of a fly that was
dying on his windowsill. He named it Karl. He caught Karl and “sliced” him, still
alive, into as many pieces as he could before “chewing Karl up.”
Thousands of words on the Vonwürdig website were streams of gibberish that were
made of English words but made no sense. Embedded in the morass were frantic
claims that Vonwürdig had done “this” to the author, whatever “this” was.
Some message board users culled telling details about the author from his black
website. Wherever he lived, he had a window, for he observed people from it. He had
a gun, they knew, because he held it against parts of his body for hours at a time: his
head, his hand, his shoulder, his chest.
No one seemed to doubt that this aspect of the site was real, that its author was
deranged. Everyone on the comment threads agreed it would take too much dedication
to make this material up and keep doing it for as many years as the site had been
online.
A user on the message board, who called himself HansGandalf, attempted to identify
the author of the black site, not by name but with something like a character sketch,
based on the black site’s details. “I think the door’s in an office,” he wrote, “and he’s
in that office & every month he takes someone through believe me I work in an office
& we have temps in & out all the time I bet he’s using them as test subjects & they
don’t even know I bet he’s a tall guy & wears a nice suit every day for appearance’s
sake but really he’s a nut with a door that fucks you up.”
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He continued, in his comma-free fashion, “I bet he’s got jetblack hair & sits by that
door to make sure no one gets through it without him knowing & I bet it’s not the
door that causes memory loss I bet he’s giving them pills for that shit.
“There’s only so much,” he added, “a door can do.”
~

Ellie had another lunch with Daniel. “I remember the drive to work that morning,” she
said. “And I remember the first hour there. I was emailing back and forth with a
builder in Sacramento, something about Hingecrest door hinges. One of the women in
the office was helping me out.
“Then out of nowhere I’m in the atrium again. I’m supposed to eat the spaghetti that’s
in front of me, but I don’t. I don’t think it’s the food I brought with me.
“Daniel is there again, talking again, looking at me with the saddest eyes, like he’s
apologizing, but it’s too soft for me to hear.
“I don’t remember getting back to my desk, but when I’m there he’s near me,
stomping away, the floor shaking.”
Ellie couldn’t possibly forget how she spent that afternoon. She had the worst
headache of her life. “Several times,” she said, “I felt Daniel’s feet stomp across the
floor through my head on the table. There were tears coming out of my eyes. I had to
go home early. I spent all weekend in bed.” She looked very worried. When she began
this story, it sounded like she was describing another dream. But she hadn’t said it
was a dream, and from the way she was talking it didn’t sound like one.
~
Ellie began missing work, leaving early or not going in at all. This was largely
because of the headaches that were overtaking her on many afternoons. She went to a
doctor, but he offered no diagnosis, only a prescription.
Ellie began researching “suicide headaches” online—migraines so awful their
sufferers were known to kill themselves to stop the pain—but her headaches were not
migraines, of that the doctor had been certain.
Ellie did some research on suicide.
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The women Ellie worked with asked her, each in turn, why she was missing as many
days as she was. She said her mother had died. When she continued missing work, she
said her sister had died. This became a joke between them when she wasn’t around—
which wasn’t so often that she lost her job. When she wasn’t working, and when she
wasn’t blind from the pain, she was scouring the huge black site and message board.
~
One user from the message board stood out among the rest. His username was
“моллюски”— Russian for “mollusk,” said an online translator.
There were hundreds of posts on the message board by моллюски. In an early one, he
insisted that the black site was fake, “mere H. P. Lovecraft fanfiction.” No one was
willing to accept this. Angry purists said there were no such doors in Lovecraft.
A woman in Tulsa asked, in one thread, whether the door should be destroyed. “Is it
better to keep this thing up + study it,” she asked, “or would it be best to tear it down
+ save more of those poor people from suffering?” моллюски’s response was swift
and adamant: “The door will not be removed or destroyed,” he wrote. “It will not
come down.” It must have sounded to her and the others like a nonsequitur, like a joke
post, but not to Ellie.
~
After a month of worsening headaches, Ellie quit working at Uniport. She began to
wonder whether something about the office was causing her headaches and the
memory loss she was only just growing aware of. It seemed as if Ellie’s capacity to
make sense of things had been suspended for an indefinite period of time, a period
that was coming to an end.
It was, she said, “Like I was tranquilized and am just now stirring out of it, like it’s
not until now that I can start putting things together. I’m waking up from a dream
again, but this time the dream is the last month of my life.”
Meanwhile, she continued having memory dreams, though she still couldn’t put them
together. They were images, mostly, of Daniel and the drone of his voice she could
hardly make out.
~
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A new test subject was added to the black site: Subject 61. Within minutes, a
comment thread about her appeared on the message board.
The black site said that Subject 61 was twenty-seven years old. Effects of the door on
her included “nausea, disorientation, memory loss, severe pain.” She had, said the site,
been through Vonwürdig twelve times. A number of users on the comment thread
expressed their concern for this person, writing, “That’s fucked up,” “Must be tough,”
and, “Noone should ever have to go through something like this, really noone.”
No one, other than the black site’s author, had stepped through Vonwürdig more than
twice. Repeated exposures were assumed to be hazardous—hence the worry
expressed on the message board. The black site offered no identifying characteristics
for Subject 61, but from the list of effects Ellie recognized herself at once.
~
Ellie kept a diary, rather faithfully. It didn’t emerge until she was admitted, at the end
of this long episode, but when it did turn up it was enlightening.
After she saw herself described on the black site, she wrote,
Spent two days in bed watching a full bottle of pills and a full bottle of vodka
on my nightstand. Wanted to empty them. Had no strength.
I piece things together as they come back, things that seem remembered from a
lifetime away. I am not supposed to remember them.
I think what Daniel told me in the atrium was true, about the black folder. I
think it was a mistake that Uniport sent him that. I think the door itself was
supposed to be put up in Daniel’s office, not the folder sent to him.
And then later the door was put up after all. Daniel found it and went to work,
leading one body then another through it to see what would happen.
He must prey on temps and people like me, people who aren’t going to work
there long, people who aren’t like Daniel, doomed to be there forever as soon
as they walk through the door.
But who is in the brown suit?
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She was seeing someone else in her sleep, now, whom she didn’t recognize. “I’m not
in the atrium with him,” she wrote:
I’m in an office, a bland place. The man’s in a brown suit, brown hair, blue
eyes. Not young, not old. He’s not talking. I’m talking. I don’t hear his voice,
don’t know how it sounds. I’m telling him everything. I say something about
“our last meeting” but don’t know anything about that.
I am going to be sick.
Ellie consulted a lawyer, one she used to go out with, a woman twenty years her
senior who used to say she liked her “energy.”
She agreed to have dinner with me again and in her e-mail she seemed excited.
But she didn’t seem excited when we met in the flesh, a year after the last time.
She hardly touched her food across that white tablecloth from me. I had to keep
checking to make sure my bandage was still over my left ear (bleeding again).
She looked at me like I was not myself. Was quiet a long time, then said I
looked like I’d “aged a decade” in the last year.
I tried to tell her about the dreams, about the door. Didn’t know where to start.
Every time I opened my mouth, I knew if I started talking I’d sound crazycrazy-crazy. I think she was holding back tears while I fought with myself.
I finally mention Uniport. She says, “It would be best if we just stopped there.”
Puts eighty dollars on the table. Leaves. Doesn’t look at me again.
~
Ellie tried returning to Uniport to confront Daniel to get answers out of him, but there
was a new security guard in the atrium. Whenever she came near the front door he
marched after her, muttering into the walkie-talkie on his shoulder. She scurried away.
Ellie waited outside Uniport for Daniel, but never saw him emerge.
She might have considered posting something to the message board, outing Daniel as
the probable author of the black site, admitting she was Subject 61—telling her story
to the only people who might believe it. But моллюски was on the message board. He
would see what she had written and know it was she who wrote it. She thought she
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knew who it was; she thought it was Daniel. She was wrong, but she was right to
worry what would happen if it knew she had begun to remember certain things.
Instead she wrote in her diary. She wrote more and more of what she remembered of
what Daniel had told her, the things that reemerged in her dreams. She made
drawings, of the parts of Uniport she could still see, of half-remembered images of
Vonwürdig itself. She speculated a lot; she said Uniport must have a military contract,
“or something like that,” that there was no other way to explain Vonwürdig.
The more she wrote, the more she remembered. Soon she could finally decipher more
of what Daniel was trying to tell her in her dreams, in the atrium. It was a warning,
and an apology. With the “saddest eyes” Ellie had ever seen, he said he was sorry she
wouldn’t remember what he was telling her, it would be like he hadn’t told her
anything.
She wrote that someone was in her apartment at all times, watching her and putting
things in her food when she wasn’t looking.
~

Ellie never found Vonwürdig. She tried.
She learned as much as she could about Uniport. She dug up floor plans for the
headquarters, scoured product information, searched for personnel files—anything she
could find that might help her determine where Vonwürdig was, and who the man was
she kept meeting with in that bland office she returned to in her dreams. He seemed to
matter more to her even than Vonwürdig itself did. She was so certain he was real, she
hired a private detective to try to find him.
It didn’t work. By the time she was brought in, there was almost nothing left of her.
~
When she still had access to paper and pen, Ellie wondered in her diary how many
more subjects there would be before the end, how long Vonwürdig would remain
standing, wherever it was.
She might have been relieved by the answer. There would be no more subjects.
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Vonwürdig didn’t last, and no thanks to Ellie. Soon Uniport began spiraling into
bankruptcy, and the local office was demolished with the rest of the building, taking
that horrible doorway with it.
The black site and message board are still up, but people don’t look at them. They are
two more of the Internet’s dead ends—dead letters to nobody.
Those who had obsessed over Vonwürdig moved on to other things. God only knows
what happened to Daniel.

Robert Long Foreman is from Wheeling, West Virginia. His short stories and essays will soon appear or
have appeared most recently in Copper Nickel, Redivider, The Utne Reader, Fourth Genre, and the 2014
Pushcart anthology. He teaches creative writing and literature at Rhode Island College, and you can find
him on Twitter @RobertLong4man.
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